Riverfront Park      Self-Guided Walking Tour

1.6 miles 



A more complete, virtual, tour with many photographs of this park taken between 2014 and 2022, can be found on Shineonsalem.org

To begin:

At the intersection of Front and State streets, turn into the park just in front of the Carousel.  An expanded parking facility is to your left.

When you leave your car, walk toward the Carousel. Notice the cast iron horse to your right. The Gerlinger family, whose iron works was formerly on this site, donated this sculpture.

.Salem's Riverfront Carousel, which opened in 2001, is a project inspired by Hazel Patton, a community activist in historical preservation. The mission of the carousel is to enhance the quality of life in the Willamette Valley, to invigorate community cohesiveness, foster cultural and educational opportunities, create a living history, and increase tourism.The project has brought together artists and experts in many creative occupations and is enjoyed by residents and visitors of all ages.
Continue walking on the path with Front Street to your right and parkland to your left.

Riverfront Park was once an asphalt wasteland studded with warehouses.  In the 1980’s the city bought the land from Boise Cascade and started clearing it. The first phase was completed and the park opened in October 1996.

At Court Street, a directional marker indicates park features. 

After passing a newly constructed restroom facility, a covered picnic facility will appear to you left. This Pavilion addition was completed in October 2005 by the Salem Rotary Club as their centennial project.

At you approach the next parking lot, continue straight ahead to the traffic circle. Looking to the left, the Willamette River comes into view.

Also to your left is a statue of former Governor Tom McCall as a fisherman.

Continue around the circle and cross Water Street, walking with traffic to your left.

Notice, to your right, the railing of a walking/biking ramp to the Center Street Bridge which is ahead of you,

Pass under the bridge to see four of the A.C. Gilbert Discovery Village historic houses.

The original Wilson-Durbin House was built on this site in 1861 by Joseph Gardiner Wilson and was purchased by Isaac and Olive Durban. It remained the Durbin home for 50 years, but was in disrepair and abandoned when it burned in 1990. It was reconstructed in 1999 by a group of local residents concerned about the loss of this historic resource.

This 1920s Little Gem Grocery Store was originally located at 17th and Chemeketa Street. A small neighborhood grocery for many years, it became an artist's studio. In 1998, when the property owner wished to extend his front porch, neighbors united to preserve it by transporting it to another property, then repainting and restoring the building so it could be moved to its present location.

The 1860/1910 Parrish House was moved to this location in 1990 from 745 Capitol Street as the North Capitol Mall expanded. The movers faced a challenge when the house became trapped under the structure of the bridge. It was restored with the help of the Oregon National Guard in 1998 and opened that year as a part of this educational complex.

On the corner: Andrew T. Gilbert built The Gilbert House on this site in 1887. Andrew and his younger brother Frank, father of A. C. Gilbert were active in insurance and banking. In 1901 the brothers moved from Salem. The house was remodeled into seven apartments in 1946. The City of Salem purchased the house in 1985, by then in much need of repair, as part of riverfront development

Turn right, to see the second house. In 1883 C.S. Rockenfeld and his wife Sally built this home on the northeast corner of Court and Summer Street. In 1937 the state purchased the property and moved it to 755 Capitol Street to make room for the gardens and the State Library. In 1991, during the further expansion of the Capitol Mall, the house moved to its present location

Back on Water Street, continue under the Marion Street bridge ramp. Cross to follow the sidewalk along the river.

This walk leads to Union Street and the former railroad bridge. There are great views of the bridge from this angle.

As trucking replaced rail use after World War II, the use of the 1912 bridge declined and was rarely used after the 1960s. Purchased from the SPRR by the City of Salem it has been renovated. Since 2008, it has served as a walking/bicycling bridge connecting the parks on each side of the river.

An Interpretive Panel is to your right on Union Street. You will see a sign indicating the site of this “Historical Marker”.

You may wish to cross this beautifully reconstructed bridge to arrive at the Wallace Marine Park on the other side of the Willamette River. (The Shine photograph album illustrates this crossing and the park beyond.)

If you save that adventure for another day,  retrace your steps along the river.  The traffic bridges come into view again.

To the right, the structure of the Marion Street Bridge frames interesting views of the waterway. The A. C. Gilbert complex of educational buildings is now to the left as you pass under the Center Street span.

The City dock for the Willamette Queen is ahead. Looking across the river, we see the public boat dock across the river in West Salem.

Here the Willamette River continues to the right while the slough forks  off to the left in the wide waterway.

A walkway leads down to the City Overlook and floating boat dock.

 Urban Renewal funding, with assistance from the Oregon State Marine Board, made the project possible. It provides recreation improvements on the Willamette River Water Trail.
Not only is the dock home to the Willamette River Queen, but it can also accommodate canoes and kayaks. It offers a good site for viewing the annual Dragon Boat races.

Up the steps and on the park pathway again, turn to the right.

The slough is on the right along this walkway.

The park is home to a number of annual events in Salem, including the World Beat Festival, the 4th of July Celebration, as well as a number of walks, runs and other events.

At a fork in the path, keeping to the right will take you to the south end of the park.

The amphitheater is ahead. Benches to the right  offer a rest and a view of the slough.

Continuing south, the Eco Ball is ahead.

Eco Earth Globe was originally a large pressurized tank used by Boise Cascade until that portion of the mill was demolished in 1982.  The tank held acids that were used to “cook” wood chips into pulp. It took five years of work transforming the old tank into a piece of art that now includes tiles depicting the entire globe.  There are about 86,000 tiles on the ball. It was unveiled in 2003.
An interpretive sign explains the process of construction.

Circling the globe, we see the path leading to the Peter Courtney Minto Island Bicycle and Pedestrian Bridge and Trail.

This is a link connecting 1,200 acres of parks and more than 20 miles of off-street trails between south Salem, downtown, and West Salem.  The unique shape of the bridge, seen from a distance has given it the nick-name of the “Taco”.
We we also near  the entrance to the newly constructed Gerry Frank-Salem Rotary Amphitheater, the most recent addition to the park's outdoor entertainment facilities.

The new Amphitheater was completed in 2021 as a joint project by the City of Salem and the Rotary Club of Salem. The $4 million outdoor amphitheater and associated $3.7 million set of improvements in the surrounding section of Riverfront Park has created a unique amphitheater design with seating capacity of 3,000-3,500 and includes a covered stage, an acre of contoured lawn, and a plaza equipped with power and water for up to 14 vendors.
Climb the steps to enjoy the view and read the inscriptions and dedications displayed,

As you continue your walk, the path forks: to the left you can enjoy the children in the playground.

To your right is the parking lot and your car.

